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The People’s Republic of China has become an increasingly important actor in international 
politics and economy. China’s power is steadily growing and hence reshaping the balance of 
power in the international society of states. 
For Germany, China is already the most important economic, political and cultural partner in 
Asia. Despite the close interrelationship the scientific research dealing with Sino-German 
mutual perception is not very comprehensive.  
To examine the current perception of China in the German decision-making elite and the 
general public two samples were created containing conducted surveys, newspaper articles, 
books, blogs and documentaries. By means of a third sample, the opinion-forming effect of 
the German mass media was examined.  
The content analysis of the three samples showed that the Sino-German relations and the 
Chinese national image is subject of controversial discussions in Germany. The perception 
varies from the admiration of the country to China as a foreign threat. 
Especially the perception between the German decision-making elite and the general public 
differs. While the German governance perceives China rather as an opportunity, the ordinary 
people feel threatened by Chinas rising strength. Topics like contamination of the 
environment and lack of personal rights are omnipresent in the German public. Enforced is 
this public perception due to unsophisticated reporting of the German media. China is 
depicted as country that rather pursues self-interests than mutual gains. Critics especially 
fear the exploitation of technological know-how by China due to acquisitions of German 
companies.  
Despite the different perception in the German political elite and the general public both 
examined groups share the opinion that China will become a superpower within the 
foreseeable future. 
Moreover, the examination showed that the encountering of two fundamentally different 
political systems and cultures hampers the perception of a differentiated mutual image. 
Germany’s sensitivity for political topics because of its own history, especially during World 
War II and the German Democratic Republic, affects the German evaluation of the Sino-
















The necessity to look on the prevailing issues of the Sino-German relations and the roots of 
the ambivalent perception of China in Germany is obvious.  
 
The aim of the thesis is to give a profound evaluation of the Chinese national image and its 
perception in Germany with the purpose to encourage researchers to further investigate 
scientific topics in the field of Sino-German mutual perception. 
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Part I: Purpose of the Thesis 
1.1 Background 
In 1978 when Deng Xiaoping succeeded Mao Zedong, the domestic political, economic and 
social conditions in the People’s Republic of China (PRC, in the following termed only as 
China) underwent great changes. The system with one predominant leader has been steadily 
loosened ever since. However, the power of the Communist Party (CP) is still unabated, yet 
the civil rights of the population and the implementation of democratic elements in the 
political system are constantly improving.  This transition became essential not at least 
because of the growing attention of the international community for China. By now China 
has become a global player in the world – economically and politically.  
In 2004, the CP introduced the idea of the Harmonious Society (Chinese: hexie shehui) which 
involves an adaption of democratic and constitutional components into the political system.1 
Despite the multi-layered efforts of China to reach the Harmonious Society, its perception in 
the international community is sometimes still controversial. The perception of China is 
often related to its violation of human rights, prohibition of freedom of speech and 
environmental contamination. The special circumstances China faces during its economical 
and societal development are mostly concealed. These circumstances include Chinas 
geographic size, the high population and the long-standing hindering of a smooth 
independent development due to the former Western imperialism.  
 
1.2 Research Questions 
In a broad scope, the overall objective of this thesis is to extend and to add to the existing 
literature on German perception of China and the Sino-German relations. In a narrow scope 
this thesis attempts to analyze the reasons why Chinas national image in Germany varies 
from admiration to threat. 
The examination of perception in the international relations has become a central research 
area. However, with regard to the existing literature about mutual perception in 
international politics it seems that a lot of scholars tend to focus on the examination of the 
American perception of China, the Soviet Union and vice versa. Concerning China it literally 
seems the mutual perception of China and the United States is of utmost interest. This is 
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likely due to the fact that China in the near future will further break away from the status of 
a secondary power. Hence, scholars tend to focus on mutual perception with another 
superpower: the USA. 
Apart from that the scientific literature dealing with mutual perception of China’s most 
important partner in Europe, namely Germany, is not very comprehensive. 
It can be presumed that the ambivalent perception of China in the world also finds 
expression in Germany. Based on literature, documentaries, political debates and 
statements, interviews, movies, online discussions in forums, blogs, coverage of the German 
and international media, conducted surveys and personal experience the German 
perception of China will be analyzed in this thesis.  
Therefore the research questions are: 
 How is China perceived by the German decision-making elite and the German general 
public? 
 Are the Sino-German relations perceived as threat or opportunity? 
 What are the roots of the ambivalent German perception of China? 
 
1.3 Research Method 
When studying perceptions between two countries it is important to answer the question 
who should be the perceivers first. As listed in Table 1 in the study of national images there 
are basically five different groups of perceivers.  
 
Perceivers of National Images2 
Perceiver 
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The state as a unitary actor approach mainly regards statements and documents of the chief 
of state or other top officials. The approach of a predominant leader refers to countries 
where the foreign policy is mainly determined by one supreme like Mao Zedong in the past 
China. Apparently for the current German perception of China these approaches are 
inappropriate. The political system in Germany is democracy. Hence, the perception in the 
decision-making elites is from superior interest as it determines the German foreign policy. 
However, in a democracy the power of the government comes mainly from the voters. 
Consequently the political elite have to refer to the perceptions and concerns of the general 
public.3 The necessity to examine the German perception of China on the political and public 
level is obvious.  
How will the perception be analyzed in this thesis? To analyze the German perception of 
China of the political elite and in the German public two samples were created. Both 
samples mainly contain sources not older than 2010. However, some sources older than five 
years but not older than twenty years were added to examine if there was a shift in the 
German China perception within the last years.  
Another necessary step is to define how the data in this thesis is obtained. 
In general there are 11 different approaches to this task: experiment, survey, sampled 
interview, literature survey, quotation collection, impression collection, archival research, 
government statements, media analysis, mixed approaches, others. 
According to Zhang (2012) these approaches can be summarized into five groups:  
1. survey, face-to-face interview; 2. content analysis; 3. experiment; 4. mixed approaches; 5. 
others. In the study of national perceptions the most widely used approach is the content 
analysis. It includes the examination of literature, quotations, impression collection, media 
analysis, archival research and government statement analysis.4 Hence, in this thesis content 
analysis will be used to analyze the German perception of the Sino-German relations. 
In every study a question of utmost interest is the representativeness of the sample 
structure for the particular examined group. A sample that is not representative cannot 
reveal useful results. In this thesis a combination of the above mentioned approaches is used. 
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According to this approach data is gathered through conducted surveys, government 
documents, quotations, media reports, movies and documentaries, newspaper, books and 
travelogues. This ensures accuracy and credibility of the representativeness of the samples.5 
Certainly the classification of a book or newspaper into a certain sample is sometimes 
difficult. If a book written by a politician rather fits into the political perception sample or the 
mass media sample is a question of definition.  
A strict separation of the samples is hardly possible, intersection barely avoidable. It has to 
be emphasized that the study conducted in this thesis is on a national level. The aim is to 
analyze tendencies and differences in the German China perception in different groups. 
Therefore the samples were best possible separated.  
A detailed listing of the examined samples can be found in the appendix of the thesis. As 
many examined sources contain political, economic and cultural perception of China 
altogether only three samples were created. A clear assignment and separation into nine 
samples for political, economic and cultural perception on the political level, the public level 
and the mass media was not possible. Hence, the three samples contain sources dealing with 
all analyzed issues in this thesis.  
In Sample A the perception of the German political elite was examined. In this part mainly 
quotation collection as one variant of content analysis is used to analyze the perception on 
the political level. Statements of state representatives certainly enhance the credibility of an 
analysis.  
To ensure a faithful selection of quotations rather than rare “exceptions from a dominant 
theme”6 the politicians of all leading German parties were taken into consideration.7 
Therefore newspaper articles containing citations of German politicians made during official 
occasions were examined. Furthermore, statements during round of talks, panel discussions 
and symposiums of former and current politicians and diplomats were used. All regarded 
politicians are or were members of the government of the European Union, the German 
government or a local German government. Also survey results and books and articles 
written by German politicians and diplomats were classified in that sample. 
In Sample B the public perception of the Sino-German relations was examined. It mainly 
operates with the results of conducted surveys, blogs and discussions on websites dealing 
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